Since the Sphere Project was launched in 1997, it has sought to integrate principles of human rights norms with adherence to technical standards. While the Sphere Handbook has evolved as both a field tool and a resource for articulating human rights, it does not fully offer a rights-based approach to humanitarian assistance. In the handbook's current edition, its Humanitarian Charter asserts and affirms human rights principles, but the technical Minimum Standards Section that follows has yet to truly embody a rightsbased approach; that is, it does not clarify how to operationalize human rights in the field, particularly with respect to the health sector. Using human rights documents, the Sphere documents, and existing, published literature in the field of humanitarian practice and human rights, this article provides critical commentary and suggests how strengthening the link between rights and standards, as well as rhetoric and action, can advance the Sphere Project beyond its current applicability as a handbook of technical standards in the field to operationalizing an effective rights-based approach to humanitarian aid. 
humanitarian agencies utilized the Sphere Handbook solely as a technical reference and ignored the contextual complexities of each crisis, state actors could ignore their responsibilities in addressing other forces impacting a crisis. 16 In other words, if the context within which aid is provided is not considered fully, the technical standards could stand in isolation.
The present iteration of the Sphere Handbook allows the aid community to address technical issues with a veneer of rights, but without truly operationalizing them in their actions. As demonstrated by a team from the Columbia University Mailman School of Public Health that evaluated Sphere's applications in the civil war in Angola, the Sphere Project is perceived to be an important and positive influence on the practice of contemporary humanitarian assistance. Yet, the team found that many of the aid workers and the NGOs to which they belong were following the donors' standards of practice at the exclusion of the Sphere standards of practice. 17 Also, most aid workers, especially those drawn from local communities, were using the Sphere Handbook only as a resource of indicators and were unaware of its Humanitarian Charter or of any relationship between the technical standards and human rights. While there are methodological limitations to this study, including its reliance on anecdotal evidence and a small study sample, the disconnect between the two components of the Sphere Handbook is clear, and highlights the need to tighten the links between human rights and the proposed standards.
The cultural, political, and security climate during complex emergencies creates an environment that threatens human rights on multiple levels. This results in two effects: (1) the difficulty in meeting technical standards when operating in a non-conducive, sociopolitical, and economic environment; and (2) the further inaction by responsible parties toward correcting this environment on the grounds that the technical standards are being addressed.
Is a Rights-Based Approach the Right Approach?
Prior to considering possible revisions for the next edition of the Sphere Handbook, it is worth discussing whether the incorporation of a rights-based approach even is possible for a practical, field guideline. The Sphere Project emerged from the experience of the genocide in Rwanda to reframe the international humanitarian community's thinking about rights and accountability, and to provide a practical tool to guide humanitarian assistance in complex environments. As such, the Sphere Project is an attempt by NGOs to temper eager compassion in the field with some form of technical standards backed by human rights principles. Yet one must ask, is a rights-based approach logical for complex emergencies?
Common ideology on humanitarian aid, particularly prior to Sphere, is that it is needs-based, rather than rights-based. While a needs-based approach provides the minimum, basic resources for victims to survive, a rights-based approach challenges those providing aid to provide aid that supports beneficiaries to live lives with dignity. In addition to providing essential aid, incorporating human rights in humanitarian emergencies addresses the underlying discrimination, marginalization, and lack of accountability that may perpetuate humanitarian crises. 18 In order for the Sphere Project to truly
Background
As a collaborative effort of >400 organizations representing 80 countries, the Sphere Project is unique because it is the result of the attempts of multiple humanitarian agencies to self-regulate and the articulate core standards for humanitarian relief. At its initial inception, a loose association of the heads of various aid agencies created the Steering Committee for Humanitarian Response, which pioneered the project that later became the Sphere Project. It is an entirely voluntary effort in terms of its inception and its use as practiced guidelines for humanitarian aid. The drive behind the Sphere Project is the realization that it is not sufficient simply to "do good" by providing humanitarian aid, but that the aid provided must be "good enough." 2 Because the Sphere Project had open public membership involving numerous agencies, it achieved maximum support and buy-in, which allowed the Sphere Handbook to be drafted within its first year. 1 Currently, the Sphere Handbook is in its third edition of publication.
Prior to the existence of Sphere, humanitarian aid had integrated human rights concerns marginally, operating within the mandates of International Humanitarian Law, but without a firm dedication to human rights norms and standards. One of the goals of the Sphere Project is to set forth an allegiance to humanitarian assistance with a transparent obligation to human rights. The Sphere's Humanitarian Charter outlines this commitment and is informed by international humanitarian and human rights law through the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and its supporting documents. [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8] [9] [10] [11] [12] [13] [14] Three main principles are articulated in the Humanitarian Charter: (1) the right to life with dignity; (2) the distinction between combatants versus non-combatants; and (3) the right of non-refoulement. 3 The Minimum Standards section of the handbook translates these principles to the priorities of humanitarian crises, and provides key indicators to be used as tools to put these statements into practice. Of the three aforementioned principles, only the right to life with dignity is recognized legally as a "human right", and it is the overarching principle of the Sphere Project that justifies the standards within the handbook. This human right is explicitly stated in Article 1 of the UDHR. 15 While this reference to a life with dignity in the Humanitarian Charter is commendable and evolutionary in the field of complex emergencies, it represents only an initial step toward achieving a rights-based approach to humanitarian assistance. Although the human rights declaration in the Humanitarian Charter is strongly stated, and includes a firm statement that the UDHR and its supporting documents inform the Charter the remainder of the handbook has yet to transform these principles into measurable, rights-based standards.
Evaluations of the Current Use of Sphere
A rights-based approach could change how humanitarian aid is provided and ensure accountability for the actions that occur on the ground. An early evaluation of the utility of the Sphere Handbook in the field was conducted of the relief interventions provided during the 1998 famine in Sudan. The main conclusion of the evaluation was that if requires consideration of many different factors, including political, managerial, institutional, financial and technical"; but it concludes that such factors are "beyond the scope" of the document. 23 However, it is precisely in this area that Sphere considers beyond the scope of the project that the crux of a human rights-based approach lies.
While referring to human rights is a step forward in the field of humanitarian relief, Sphere could be far more effective than it is in outlining ways to put human rights into practice. The articulation of the principles of the UDHR in the handbook does not provide adequate guidance as to how these approaches are to be operationalized in the field. If Sphere truly wants to operationalize human rights, it is suggested that they put the following fundamental principles of a human rights-based approach into practice: (1) participation; (2) nondiscrimination; (3) transparency; and (4) accountability.
Rights-Based Approach to Health in a Humanitarian Space
With respect to the health sector, the fundamental components of a rights-based approach relevant to a humanitarian response that could be linked tightly and explicitly to technical standards include:
1. Adherence to the Triple AQ: availability, accessibility, acceptability, and quality; 24 2. Participation of affected communities, including those who are most vulnerable; 3. Non-discrimination in providing humanitarian assistance, with attention to those who are most vulnerable; 4. Transparency of decision-making processes and assistance; and 5. Accountability with respect to all beneficiaries, partners, and donors. Legally, this approach is supported by Article 12 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights, which outlines the right to health as well as other rights that must be respected, protected, and fulfilled in order for the right to health to be achieved in totality. Article 12:2(d) recognizes the need for "the creation of conditions which would assure to all medical service and medical attention in the event of sickness". 19 This upholds the theory behind the Sphere Project, as demonstrated by its emphasis on the mosaicism of the four societal sectors of water and sanitation, food security and nutrition, shelter and settlement, and health, and supports the premise of multi-sectoral collaboration with the health sector to increase its overall effectiveness in the field.
The links between health and human rights are not articulated fully in the current iteration of the Sphere Handbook. Efforts could be made to systematically take into account the complex sociopolitical setting in which the humanitarian response functions. Otherwise, these factors related to structural violence, such as discrimination, gender-based violence, and poverty, which permit human rights violations, will be perpetuated, and humanitarian crises will continue; those who need the most aid will be marginalized and neglected. By incorporating a systematic, all-inclusive approach in its next edition, the provision of assistance could move beyond fulfilling isolated technical standards toward comprehensively addressing the sociopolitical factors that perpetuate human rights violations.
fulfill its goal of ensuring that the good that is done is "good enough", the NGOs must take a rights-based approach.
While the original founding agencies may have been hesitant to discuss human rights directly because of concerns that this would imply that all beneficiaries are entitled to aid, 1 the third edition of the Sphere Handbook may take on this challenge. In particular, the concept of progressive realization 19 may be useful with its recognition that not all human rights can be realized immediately and completely, but that benchmarks and targets can be utilized to document progress in their realization.
The Sphere Project is revolutionary not only for attempting to articulate the value of human rights for humanitarian aid, but because it places the responsibility of realizing these rights on the shoulders of the responding NGOs in addition to the traditional, state-based responders. This is especially important in conflict settings to which NGOs often respond, but are too politically complex or sensitive for other actors to engage. In addition, during humanitarian crises, especially in conflict-afflicted zones, the "government" in control may be a rogue or even failed state. A human rights-based approach ultimately would help confront the patterns of inequality that facilitated the emergence of the humanitarian crises, and challenge relief organizations to address some of those underlying patterns. A rights-based approach to aid would allow beneficiaries to be participants in transparent decision-making processes, thereby supporting their ability to be active stakeholders in the assistance process. [20] [21] [22] Thus, NGOs would be challenged to aim for a higher standard than simply meeting minimum, technical benchmarks.
How Rights-Based is Sphere's "Rights-Based Approach"? Based on documentation describing the genesis of the Sphere Project, it is clear that the creators intended to create standards framed by a human rights-based approach, as illustrated by this excerpt from the Sphere Project proposal:
To 1 The founders of Sphere anticipated the difficulty in operationalizing human rights to serve the people for whom they are intended during a humanitarian crisis, while at the same time, serving the needs of multilateral donors. Initially, they attempted to address each human right articulated in the UDHR, develop standards to uphold them, and create indicators that reflect these standards. This proved to be difficult, perhaps because of the difficulty in tailoring the specificity of the activities to fit the needs of complex emergencies. 1 The Minimum Standards section of "Health Systems and Infrastructure" in the Sphere Handbook alludes to the importance of the intricate and multi-faceted context of the humanitarian crises stating that "ensuring sustainability with regards to the repeated mention of "vulnerable groups". Specifically women, children, the disabled, elderly, and people living with HIV/AIDS are cited frequently and the importance of their participation in program planning and interventions is emphasized. 3 Yet, the chapters on Minimum Standards do not explain how this should be accomplished or operationalized in the field. For instance, in the introduction to Health Sectors, the handbook makes a distinct point that women and children are vulnerable groups that should "actively participate in the planning and implementation of health care services from the outset," and in the beginning of the handbook, it is mentioned that "special effort should be made to ensure the participation of a balanced representation of people within the assistance programme, including vulnerable and marginalized groups." 3 However, the technical chapters do not include key measurable indicators to be met in order to operationalize these ideas, nor do they provide adequate guidance on how this can be accomplished. These are key revisions that could be made in the next edition. The steps to ensuring adequate participation of vulnerable groups could be far more explicit in the next iteration of the handbook. The risk factors that may prohibit vulnerable groups from fully participating in decision-making processes could be directly addressed by NGOs in the field. Although standardizing the participation of vulnerable groups, including refugees, may be difficult in practice, efforts to do so may be a starting point toward increasing participation in a complex, humanitarian space. 25 Measuring participation raises key questions as to the feasibility of how such an indicator should be designed and applied. Some scholars have criticized the current inclusion of participation in the handbook with the argument that participation is resistant to standardization because the local cultural context has to be taken into account and that during certain crises, attention to participation even put some populations at risk. 2 While this is a useful point to consider, many organizations, particularly the United Nations Children's Fund, have suggested ways in which this can be addressed, and have successfully integrated participation efforts into their programs. 26 It is especially dangerous to omit participation altogether, as this excludes certain vulnerable groups in decision-making processes.
One tangible revision that could be considered for the next edition of the handbook is to develop targets for participation. For example, x% of women present at planning meetings must reflect the percentage of women in the total affected population. By making these targets a priority in the handbook, the Sphere Project could then operationalize the ideology of the inclusion of vulnerable groups. In increasing local ownership of humanitarian assistance, all beneficiaries, even the most vulnerable, become stakeholders; this may increase capacity development and the sustainability of services. [19] [20] [21] By having the local population participate in planning processes, NGOs can ensure that the services they provide uphold the Triple AQ.
Non-Discrimination of General and Situation-Specif ic Vulnerable Groups
Health services must be distributed appropriately among all beneficiaries.This includes the more typical vulnerable groups
Recommendations
The Sphere Handbook currently introduces human rights and suggests considering the human rights implications of its recommendations. In this spirit, five preliminary recommendations to move the next edition of the Sphere Handbook towards a rights-based approach are proposed.
Triple AQ: Availability, Accessibility, Acceptability, and Quality The Triple AQ approach is fundamental to the delivery of any health services, and its tenets are close to those already in the current edition of the Sphere Handbook.
The first component of the Triple AQ is availability, which specifically refers to the fact that the service, along with the supporting features of a comprehensive public health intervention, must exist and be offered to all. For example, during a humanitarian crisis, it may not be sufficient that a basic health clinic exists. In addition to the clinic, factors essential to the promotion of health, as iterated in the Introduction to Sphere as the "underlying determinants of health", such as clean water and safe and adequate food, are elements that could be addressed by NGOs. It is important to qualify this with the following statements: (1) a specific NGO providing humanitarian assistance may not have the capacity to engage in these activities, but can act as an advocate for outside resources and work in collaboration with other sectors to achieve this; and (2) these are standards for NGOs to aim toward fulfilling, and are part of a progressive realization toward human rights.
Accessibility is another key area. For example, the health clinic ought to be physically and financially accessible to and inclusive of all groups, including ethnic minorities, women, people living with HIV/AIDS, the disabled, and crisis-specific, vulnerable sub-groups. This concept is mentioned specifically in the Sphere 2004 Guidance Notes Section of the technical chapters with respect to the principle of nondiscrimination, but could be advanced further by linking with the principle of participation in order to delineate exactly how these services could be made most accessible by including input from appropriate community representation.
The third aspect of the Triple AQ is to ensure the acceptability of services and goods delivered; that is, they must be acceptable to all local groups. This includes being acceptable with respect to factors such as culture and gender.The acceptability of the health services provided could be ascertained by having NGOs operationalize the principles of participation, non-discrimination, and transparency during planning processes. By involving all groups, even the most vulnerable, in planning and decision-making, NGOs can take steps toward ensuring the acceptability of the services it provides, even to those members of the local community most in need.
Finally, the quality of any intervention must be assessed regularly via accountability measures. This could be accomplished vis-à-vis ongoing monitoring and evaluation and horizontal enforcement. The Guidance Notes of the handbook could provide direction for NGOs regarding ways to effectively develop the most relevant quality indicators.
Meaningful Participation in Decision-Making Processes
Neglect of the sociopolitical setting of humanitarian crises in the technical chapters of the Sphere Handbook is exemplified groups and assess their understanding of decision-making processes, making active efforts to teach, inform, and learn.
In addition to ensuring transparency throughout the planning phases with respect to the health sector, patients' rights and the health services offered ought to be made clear and easily understandable to the local community. As mentioned in the handbook, "privacy, confidentiality, and informed consent," are fundamental components of patients' rights. 3 These could be elaborated further upon in the next iteration of the handbook. Specifically, discussion should include how these rights can be clarified in culturally inclusive ways, for those who may not read the dominant language, whether because they are illiterate or are ethnic minorities. Once again, the process of transparency should be as active as possible, vigorously disseminating information to all beneficiaries, with additional efforts made toward reaching those who are most vulnerable.
Accountability through Effective Monitoring and Evaluation
Accountability is an integral and essential feature of a human rights-based approach. Ultimately, it ensures that the humanitarian assistance provided adheres to the Triple AQ and is of the highest attainable standard. It is especially important that NGOs hold themselves and each other accountable to these rights-based standards. Currently, there is no single, official entity overseeing NGO activity during humanitarian crises, although the Humanitarian Accountability Partnership (HAP) has made significant steps toward establishing a network of accountability and peer review. The HAP is a formal partnership of member agencies that develop good practices focused specifically on promoting and ensuring accountability to the beneficiaries of humanitarian assistance. 27 Another initiative, the Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance (ALNAP), focuses on forming good practices of evaluation. 28 Presently, HAP meets regularly with members of Sphere and ALNAP, however, promotion of a tighter link between all three parties is suggested, so that in the future, they can work together to provide operational guidance and accountability mechanisms that are sensitive to human rights concerns among humanitarian actors. This would be especially beneficial in developing sound, data-driven indicators and metrics for future editions of the Sphere handbook. The reports of such monitoring and evaluation activities must be dispersed and disseminated at regular intervals; these mechanisms must be functioning constantly and consistently-becoming the day-to-day practice of program activity.
Given the ability-and the will-to set and measure indicators of program effectiveness, added efforts to introduce indicators that measure the attributes of participation, non-discrimination, transparency, and accountability will be key to integrating a human rights-based approach. Output indicators may include: (1) what percentage of the population is being educated about the context of the crises and the aid in place; and (2) the depth of knowledge of the affected population (regarding the crisis and available aid). Surveys to provide answers to these questions can help quantify the level of transparency of policies and programs in place, and can be used to ensure the accountability of NGOs to their beneficiaries. mentioned in the handbook, as well as any group that can be identified as vulnerable specific to a certain humanitarian crisis. For instance, during the ongoing Darfur crisis, the male heads of households could be targeted as a vulnerable group.
The handbook makes an attempt to address discrimination using a health clinic as an example by stating that one of its key indicators is that the "gender/ethnic balance of staff at each health facility [should be] appropriate to meet the needs of the population." 3 However, while the Guidance Notes clearly elaborate on specific staffing levels in regard to skill and resource allocation, such as "one clinician per 50 consultations per day" and "one qualified health worker per 20-30 beds," it does not elucidate to the same detail the appropriate gender/ethnic balance. Instead, the Handbook broadly states that health facilities should "ensur[e] the presence of even one female health worker or one representative of a minority ethnic group on a staff." 3 For the next revision of Sphere, the specified number of female workers and/or minority ethnic group on staff could aim to reflect the percentage of those in the general affected population who will be attending the clinic, based on availability of appropriate staff. Specific numerical and percentage targets may not be possible, but nevertheless, targets should reflect the ethnic and gender diversity in the same way that targets are provided in the present edition with respect to the number of consultations/clinician/day.
In addition, the handbook could provide more details on meeting standards for healthcare infrastructure. For instance, the handbook could state specifically that the placement of health services, such as basic health units, must be equally useful for all vulnerable groups and affected populations, (e.g., within x kilometers walking distance). This refers once again to the importance of non-discriminatory participation, as the optimal location is best determined at planning meetings with those who will be using those services. The current iteration of the handbook states that Appendix 3 of the handbook should be used "in analyzing utilization rates, [and that] consideration should also be given to gender, age, ethnic origin and disability, to ensure that vulnerable groups are not under-represented." However, Appendix 3 only provides formulas for calculating health facility utilization rates, without further specifications according to vulnerable sub-groups. 2 
Transparency of Decision-Making Processes and Assistance Provided
The planning and implementation of services must be transparent in that the processes by which assistance is offered should be made obvious and disseminated in multiple forms. Literacy levels and traditional forms of communication should be considered in order to ensure that all beneficiaries are aware of planning and interventions. Active efforts should be put toward the dissemination of information, including timelines of the implementation of programs and the potential for withdrawal of donor aid.
It is important to state that transparency is a fully active and engaging process. Non-governmental organizations adhering to Sphere standards must be proactive in outreach and education, especially to those who are most marginalized and may not have access to information. They should seek out representatives of vulnerable and marginalized human rights-based approach with aid as entitlement was relatively new ideas in the mid-to late-1990s. As the adoption of these standards has increased, it now is time to further integrate human rights principles into the day-to-day provision of humanitarian aid.
As the association between rights and standards is made more explicit and is disseminated to the humanitarian community, the evolution of Sphere from a handbook to an articulation, an advocacy, and a practice founded in human rights may follow. As it evolves into a deployable field resource for promoting humanitarian norms and standards, Sphere offers the greatest hope for establishing accountability for the technical provision of services and the promotion of human rights in complex humanitarian spaces.
By addressing these fundamental aspects of a human rights-based approach, human rights principles would be upheld without having to tediously address each article of all human rights documents, as the original Sphere founders had feared. Through these revisions, Sphere could comprehensively embrace a human rights-based approach, taking into account the complex sociopolitical backdrop in which humanitarian crises occur.
Conclusions
By adopting the suggested revisions, the Sphere Handbook could begin to systematically operationalize the human rights concepts to which it is committed. Although the idea of human rights has existed for decades, the concept of a
